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Outline 
 Childhood bilingualism and language shift in the 
Chinese context. 
 Bilingual development in 2 groups of Hong 
Kong bilingual children in our longitudinal 
studies:  
   (a) one parent-one language families  
   (b) one parent-two language families  
 Bilingual education in early childhood 
 Conclusions and recommendations 
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Common queries among early 
childhood educators and parents 
 Bilingualism as burden: 
   “Two languages may be too much for my child” 
 Preference for sequential bilingualism: 
   “Let’s wait until her English is established first, 
then we can teach her Chinese” 
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Our view as linguists 
 Parents who delay exposing children to both 
languages on the grounds that it will be a burden 
for them are under a misapprehension. 
 When the input conditions are favorable, we  
encourage simultaneous language acquisition, 
(Yip 2013) i.e. learning two or more languages in 
tandem and thus achieve bilingual competence in 
early childhood. 
Maintaining bilingualism  
in Hong Kong and Singapore 
 Both Hong Kong and Singapore face the 
challenge of maintaining bilingualism: 
   more and more families shifting to English   
 Language shift in Singapore (Lee 2013): 
   - from Chinese dialects and Mandarin 
   - from Mandarin to English 
 Gradual loss of Chinese (Lee 2012)  
 Emergence of English-dominant bilinguals 
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The Straits Times 
 
18 March 2013 
7 ‘He enjoys English more’ 
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The Bilingual Child 
50% 
English 
50% 
Chinese 
6 47 38 29 1
Reversing language shift 
 Language shift: community increasingly adopts a 
language of wider circulation;  
   local language declines  
 This process can be reversed (Fishman 1991): 
revitalization of local language 
 A successful case: Hawaiian 
‘Language nests’: immersion preschools 
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Hawaiian immersion preschool 
10 
Singapore: ‘Chinese-only’ approach 
in private tuition 
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How to reverse language shift 
 Medium of Instruction (MOI) policy 
 
 Option A: immersion in preschools 
 (Hawaiian model) 
 Option B: Bilingual Education (BE) in 
preschools (experimental model) 
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Why promote early bilingualism? 
Cognitive advantages 
 creativity 
 mental flexibility 
 sensitivity to language, 
metalinguistic awareness 
Executive control: 
attention, selection, 
inhibition, monitoring 
   ability to ignore distracting    
   information and focus on 
   the real objectives 
  (Bialystok and Barac 2013) 
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Family Language Policies 
One Parent  
One Language One Parent  
Two Languages 
Key to success in nurturing 
bilingualism in early childhood 
 Quality of input: Quality of dual input can be 
assured by having speakers of each language 
consistently address children (in the home) or 
teach (in the preschools) in their native 
language 
  Quantity of input: regularly expose children to 
the target languages in the home; by teaching 
content classes in both languages a balance of 
input can be maintained 
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Children from  
one parent-one language families 
 Hong Kong Bilingual Child Language Corpus: 
now features 7 children from 1 parent-1 
language families and 2 from 1 parent-2  
   language families. 
 6 children’s longitudinal development in 
Cantonese and English analyzed in our book 
The Bilingual Child (2007: Cambridge 
University Press) 
17 Charlotte 
   Sophie Alicia 
Kathryn Llywelyn 
Timmy 
Janet 
7 bilingual children in CHILDES 
Achievements of bilingual children 
                   Success stories: in 3-4 years, children are 
   able to understand and speak English and 
Cantonese fluently: 2 lexicons, 2 grammars, 
 Ability to switch between languages: 
    ‘見人講人話 ,見鬼講鬼話’ 
‘see human talk human speech, see devil talk devil speech’ 
 Acquiring 2 languages at the same time is not a 
burden and there is no confusion because the 
languages are clearly differentiated. 
 Australian case study of Mandarin and English 
(Chang-Smith 2010, Qi 2011) 
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Bilingual identity 
Mother: Daddy hai6 me1 jan4 aa3?爹哋係咩人呀        
‘What’s Daddy’s nationality?’ 
   Child: Ing1gok3jan4 英国人‘English person’ 
Mother: Jing1gok3jan4英国人‘English person’  
Mother: Ing1gok3jan4 ‘English person’ 
   Maa1mi4 hai6 zung1gok3jan4.妈咪係中国人 
‘Mummy is a Chinese person.’ 
Mother: Timmy hai6 me1 jan4 aa3? Timmy係咩人呀 
          ‘What about Timmy? ’ 
Child: Bilingual!           (Timmy 2;00;14) 
 
19 
20 
Children from one parent-two language families 
Kasen 2;4 -4;0 Darren 2;0 -3:8 
• Children with both parents speaking Cantonese as 
L1 and English as L2  
• An increasingly common situation in Hong Kong  
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Children from  
one parent-two languages family 
 Kasen: recorded from age 2;04- 4;00  
 Darren: recorded from age 1;07-3;11  
 Parents are native speakers of Cantonese who 
speak English as a second language. 
 Children are addressed in both languages with 
varying degrees of code-mixing.  
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Different types of input conditions 
 Both one-parent-one language and one-parent-
two language families provide support for 
development of early bilingualism 
 With consistent and frequent exposure to dual 
input, children are able to develop bilingualism 
in the first few years of their life. 
 
I speak Chinese  
I speak English  
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Code-mixing by Kasen  
in Cantonese and English contexts 
 What about language mixing? 
 Kasen’s code-mixing is systematic: consistently 
more mixed utterances in Cantonese contexts than 
in English contexts.  
              CHI: 我 drink 囉 
                      I  drink  SFP  
                     ‘I drink obviously’ 
          INV: 你飲呢個嘅? (Kasen 2;07) 
                     ‘You drink this?’ 
 Mixed utterances are rare in English contexts: 
     CHI: Let me show you 呀 
      CHI: 呢度喇   (Kasen 3;03;09) 
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Code-mixing by Kasen  
in Cantonese and English contexts 
Mixing pattern by Kasen
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Implications for preschools 
 (How) can the one parent-one language be 
recreated in preschools? 
 Two language models in the classroom:       
one teacher speaking English, one Mandarin 
 example: the Caterpillar’s Cove Child 
Development and Study Centre  
 Both languages activated: bilingual mode 
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Bilingual mode 
 Language mode (Grosjean 2000, 2013):              
a bilingual can operate in monolingual or 
bilingual ‘mode’  
 
 Monolingual mode: one language activated 
 
 Bilingual mode: two languages activated 
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The bilingual’s language modes 
 
Singaporean child Ryan 
 Case study of a Singaporean child Ryan 
  based on video recordings from 1;6 to 2;9  
  (Koh and Luo 2013) 
 Mother and father: both speak English and 
Chinese to Ryan from birth 
 Code-switching from one language to the other 
occurs frequently  
 Child’s switching reflects parents’ switching  
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Ryan as bilingual child in Singapore 
 Ryan was able to code-switch effectively and 
effortlessly.  
 Ryan showed meta-linguistic awareness 
through translation equivalents and 
manipulation of words and sentences in 
nursery rhymes and stories. 
 ‘Foreign accent’ was noted in Ryan’s 
Mandarin utterances. 
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Child: Panda 睡觉 
         Panda shuijiao 
          ‘ Panda is sleeping.’ 
Mother：Panda在睡觉。Panda 华语 叫 
             Panda zai shuijiao. Panda huayu jiao 
什么？你去香港看到什么？Panda. Ryan,  
shemme? Ni qu xianggang kang dao shenmme 
Panda 华语叫什么？ 
‘Panda is sleeping. What is panda in Chinese? 
What did you see in Hong Kong?  
Child：熊猫 xiongmao ‘panda’ (Ryan, 1;7) 
 Mum：熊猫（纠正语音）   
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Singapore child Ryan 
 Mother: Duck. Duck华语叫什么？ 
                       ‘What is duck in Chinese?’ 
 Mother: Parrot. Parrot 华语叫鹦，鹦什么？ 
                ‘Parrot in Chinese is ying what?’ 
 Child：鹦鹉  
             yingmu 
             ‘parrot’ 
- Prompting in Mandarin indicates weaker language 
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Implications for preschool teachers 
  Awareness of language development: how 
language develops over time from infancy to 
early childhood; code-mixing as natural part of 
bilingual development 
 Adult’s role in supporting development 
 Learning and teaching that  
 address the youngest age group  
 Bilingual education means teaching                                       
in each language, not teaching a              
language!  
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Conclusions 
 In the Chinese context, developing competence 
in Chinese along with English is important in 
preserving the cultural heritage and identity. 
 
 The bilingual child will benefit from the host 
of cognitive advantages of early bilingualism. 
 
 The child is equipped to acquire two languages 
effortlessly in the first few years of life which 
is the best time for language acquisition. 
Recommendations 
 Immersion and/or bilingual preschools can 
foster early bilingualism. 
 More pilot programmes are needed to develop 
these educational models in the Chinese 
context. 
 The challenge we pose for the educators is to 
for schools, families and researchers to work 
together to nurture balanced bilingualism. 
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